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Counseling for Mexican-American college students
Abstract
The concept of the American "melting pot" is giving way to a country which celebrates ethnic diversity.
This can be seen in the Mexican-American population, which is a large part of the rapidly growing
Hispanic population. The latter includes large numbers of Cuban American, Puerto Ricans, and peoples
whose heritage stems from Central and South America. The Hispanic population in the United States
increased 61% between 1970 and 1980, from 9. 1 mill ion to 14.6 million (Ford Foundation, 1984).
Extrapolating a continued pattern of growth, some experts believe that Blacks and Hispanics combined
will surpass Whites as the nation's largest ethnic group by 1990 (Naisbitt, 1984). The 8.7 mill ion MexicanAmericans make up 60% of the U.S. Hispanic population and are expected to remain the fastest growing
portion of the Hispanic population in the future. In addition to being a rapidly growing population,
Mexican-Americans are younger than most Americans, with a median age of about twenty two compared
to thirty-one for the non-Hispanic population (Ford Foundation, 1984). Mexican-Americans are also an
undereducated population; only 4.3% complete four years of college compared with 16.7% of the nonHispanic population (U.S. Department of Education, 1980). Obviously, colleges and universities are failing
to attract an important population segment which has a substantial growth potential.
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The concept of the American "melting pot" is giving way to a
country which celebrates ethnic diversity.

This can be seen in the

Mexican-American population, which is a large part of the rapidly
growing Hispanic population.

The latter includes large numbers of

Cuban American, Puerto Ricans, and peoples whose heritage stems
from Central and South America.

The Hispanic population in the

United States increased 61% between 1970 and 1980, from 9. 1 mill ion
to 14.6 million (Ford Foundation, 1984).

Extrapolating a continued

pattern of growth, some experts believe that Blacks and Hispanics
combined will surpass Whites as the nation's largest ethnic group by
1990 (Naisbitt, 1984).

The 8.7 mill ion Mexican-Americans make up

60% of the U.S. Hispanic population and are expected to remain the
fastest growing portion of the Hispanic population in the future.
In addition to being a rapidly growing population, Mexican-Americans
are younger than most Americans, with a median age of about twentytwo compared to thirty-one for the non-Hispanic population (Ford
Foundation, 1984).

Mexican-Americans are also an undereducated

population; only 4.3% complete four years of college compared with
16.7% of the non-Hispanic population (U.S. Department of Education,
1980).

Obviously, colleges and universities are failing to attract

an important population segment which has a substantial growth
potential.
This study will explore counseling services offered by postsecondary institutions in order to see how relevant these services
are for Mexican-American college students.
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Four major topics have emerged from the review of literature:
(I) the use of counseling services by Mexican-American college·
students; (2) the attitudes of Mexican-American college students
toward counseling; (3) Mexican-American college student counselor
preference; (4) Mexican-American college student counseling models.
The review of 1 iterature is 1 imited by a scarcity of material
specifically about Mexican-American college students which can be
explained, in part, by a scarcity of Mexican-American mental health
practitioners (Lerma, 1980).

The Use of Counseling Services by Mexican-American College
Students

Experts do not agree about patterns of counseling service usage
among Mexican-American college students.

Some studies show that

Mexican-American college students underutilize counseling services
(Perez, undated; .Ruiz, 1981; Ruiz, Casas,

&

Padilla, 1977; Sue, 1973).

Possible explanations for this underutilization are:

(1) a lack of

Mexican-American professional therapists; (2) student.beliefs that
counseling centers are part of the

11

establ ishment 11 and are not

interested inhelpinga student develop a self-identity and an ethnic
pride (Ruiz & Casas, 1981).
Other research does not support the underutilization hypothesis.
One study found that Black and Mexican-American students were more
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likely than Anglo students to take their personal problems to mental
health professionals (Schneider, Laury,

&

Hughes, 1980).

Schneider

and Laury (1981) found that ethnicity alone was not associated with
the use of the counseling center.

A study at New Mexico State

University found that Mexican-American students used the counseling
center in direct proportion to their population on campus (Franco,
LeVine, Duling, Michaud, 1984).

The Attitudes of Mexican-American College Students
Toward Counseling

The conclusions of researchers also differ about the attitudes
of Mexican-American college students toward counseling.

One study

found that Mexican-Americans were more likely to agree that psychotherapy would be helpful for someone who is mentally disturbed
(Acosta & Sheehan, 1976).

Sanchez and Atkinson (1983) studied

attitudes in terms of cultural commitment.

They reported that clients

with a strong cultural commitment to only the Mexican-American culture had less favorable attitudes toward counseling than MexicanAmericans with a weak commitment to both cultures.
Results of a study at California State College support the
hypothesis that the more acculturated a student is the more likely
he/she is to have positive feelings toward psychotherapy"

Mexican-

Americans with a low level of acculturation would not view psychotherapy as an appropriate source of help for personal problems
(Warren, Olmedo,

&

Go, undated).

Acculturation is defined as

11

the
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process whereby
a minority group acquires a new cultural orientation
,
through adoption of the cultural traits and values of the majority
population" (Burma, 1970; Cardenas, 1970; Marden

&

Meyer, 1968),.

Hernandez (1976), in an article about group counseling for
Chicanas (Mexican-American females), expressed her opinion about
past attitudes held by Chicanas toward psychotheraphy:
Past experience with traditional psychological
programs have found them to be inappropriate
and inadequate for Chicanas. They maintain
that Chicano culture is negative, that it interferes with intellectual and emotional development, and often counseling theory becomes a
blueprint for acculturation (p. 2).
Mexican-American college students,\polled in a recent study,·
were asked to whom they would turn if they encountered psychological
problems.

Mexican-Americans chose the clergy most often and a

psychologist least often (Caraveo-Ramos, Frances,

&

Odgers, 1985).

Mexican-American College Student Counselor Preference

Gi I sdorf ' ( 1975) conducted a study of counse I or preference for
Blacks, Whites, and Mexican-Americans.

He found that the Mexican-

American student had the strongest preference rating for a counselor
of his/her cultural identification.
In contrast to Gilsdorf's findings, Acosta and Sheehan (1976)
discovered that Mexican-American students tended to have less trust
for Mexican-American psychotherapists than for Anglo psychotherapists.

In addition, Mexican-American college students felt they
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had more similarities with the Anglo therapist than with the
Mexican-American therapist.
LeVine and Franco (1980) found that ethnicity was not a
factor in counselor preference.

This finding was confirmed in

1981, when LeVine and Franco studied self-disclosure patterns, and
again in 1983, when they tested for the effects of counselor
verbal style and ethnicity on counselor preference.
Ethnic identity was isolated as a factor that affected the
Mexican-American student counselor preferences.

Results showed

that students who indicated a strong commitment to only the MexicanAmerican~ulture preferred a counselor of their own ethnicity
(Sanchez and Atkinson, 1983).
A 1984 study indicated that attitude similarity may also be
a factor.

Counselor preference was found to be dependent on (I)

the counselor's attitude towards acculturation and on (2) the
extent to which counselor attitude was congruent with that of the
counselee.

Again, the evidence did not support a preference based

on ethnicity (Atkinson, Ponce,

&

Martinez, 1984).

Counseling Models

Ford (1983) prefaced his proposed counseling model by outlining
some historical and ethnic-specific perspectives about MexicanAmericans.

Beginning in the 1960's, many people of Mexican descent

in the United States began to call themselves Chicanos.

The term
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Chicano was defined by one source as "a Mexican-American with a
non-Anglo image of himself" (Salazar, 1970).

Another definition,

offered by Garcia (1970), is that "a Chicano is any person with
a Mexican-American heritage who calls himself a Chicano. 11

Garcia 1 s

definition implies that the Chicano is committed to his/her heritage, to self-determination, and to helping others from the same
background.
The Mexican-American population was created by the terms of
the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo following the Mexican War of 1848.
The land area which now includes California, Arizona, New Mexico,
Texas, Utah, Nevada, Wyoming, and Colorad·o was ceded to the United
States; and 100,000 Mexicans became citizens of the United States.
The treaty guaranteed these newly-created citizens the right to
pursue their own culture, language, and r~l igion without restriction.
Present-day Chicanos feel that this treaty has been broken.
Ford (1983) further states that the Mexican-American population is a diverse population which can be separated into three
groups:(1) the traditionalists, (2) the Anglicized Mexican-Americans,
(3) and the Chicanos.
1.

The traditionalists reject the Anglo culture and
conform to traditional Mexican values.

The

traditionalists are unlikely to seek or to benefit
from personal counseling offered by Anglo society,
although they may find some value in vocational
counseling or social work intervention.
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2.

The Anglicized Mexican-Americans deny their native
culture and assimilate into the Anglo culture.

Ford

feels that special counseling considerations are not
needed for this group, because they can benefit from
standard types of counseling methods.

Ford does

recommend cultural education and referral to a Chicano
counselor for members of this group who show signs
of cultural recognition.

3.

The group in the greatest need of special consideration,
according to Ford, are the Chicanos.

Ford describes

three cultural perspectives important to the Chicano
culture:
a.

a) machismo, b) carnal ismo, and c) personal ism.
Machismo refers to manliness which includes

traits of honor and dignity, the courage to
fight, keeping one 1 s word, and protecting
one's name.

It also refers to the running

of one's home, the control over women, and the
directing of one's children.

Ford points out

that in a counseling situation offended machismo
often ends in conflict or rejection.

This can

cause problems--espetially for female counselors
who are not sensitive to Chicano culture.
b.

Carnal ismo refers to Chicano brotherhood.

It signifies respect and mutual support for
I

11

La Raza" (the race) and gives purpose to the
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Chicano community.
c.

Personal ism is the be] ief that the person

is more important than the process.

For this

reason, Ford feels that counselor self-disclosure
helps build a special rapport between the counselor
and the client, and he concludes that rapportbuilding is the key to a successful counseling
experience with Chicano college students.
Ford (1983) _states that some Anglo counseling methods are
appropriate for Chicano college students.

The three he identifies

are Reality Therapy, Behavior Therapy, and Systemic Counseling.
Reality Therapy encourages Chicano students to face the reality
of their being in a minority culture and teaches them how to fulfill
their wants and needs without depriving others of their rights.
outlines seven steps in this counseling approach:

Ford

(I) establish a

me'aningful relationship, (2) identify the problems, (3) openly discuss
value judgments,

(4) jointly develop a plan, (5) obtain a commitment,

(6) accept no excuses, and (7) apply no personal punishment.
Behavior Therapy teaches Chicanos new behaviors and assists them
in creating an environment which reinforces those changes.

It stresses

present-time forces and immediate need satisfaction rather than longterm psychotherapy.
counseling are:

Four aspects particularly relevant to Chicano

(l) the focus on actual behaviors, (2) the therapeutic

importance placed on overt symptoms, (3) the minority student obtaining
a re-education, and (4) the therapeutic emphasis placed on behavior
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change.
Systemic Counseling helps Chicano students fulfill personal needs
through negotiating with existing social systems.

Chicanos learn that

social systems are designed by people, maintained by people, and
subject to change when they are no longer meeting the needs of the
people.

This form of counseling shifts blame away from the individual

and onto the social system when appropriate.

It teaches Chicanos to

manipulate the system in order to meet their desired needs.

Seven

progressive steps are needed in order for this method to be effective:
1.

Identification of overt symptoms of the system in the
problem situation.

2.

Exploration of probable causes.

3.

Development of systemic problem-solving.

4.

Selection of systemic problem-solving techniques.

5.

Implementation of systemic strategies for problem-solving.

6.

Evaluation of the systemic problem-solving process.

7.

Educa~ion on the systemic approach.

Ruiz and Casas (1981) created a model for counseling MexicanAmerican college students which is based on behaviorism and cultural
relevance.

This model operates under the assumptions that Mexican-

American college students underutilize counseling services, that
there is an inherent communication gap between the counselor and
the Mexican-American student, and that this gap can be substantially
narrowed by using certain counseling techniques.
In the Ruiz and Casas model, the first task in the counseling

process is to determine who is indeed

11

culturally different. 11

Factors

taken into consideration here are language, custom, tradition, law,
religion, costume, and dietary preference.
One method of ascertaining students• cultural preferences,
according to Ruiz & Casas, is to determine their cultural commitment.
Mexican-Americans live in two cultures--the Minority Chicano
Culture and the Majority Anglo Culture.

Figure l illustrates the

various cultural commitment combinations possible for Mexican-American
college students.
Figure 1
Majority Anglo Cul~ure

Weak

Strong

.
Strong

A

B

D

C

Mi nor i ty
Chicano
Culture
Weak

Students with a strong commitment to both cultures (Cell A) are
predicted to have the least amount of psychological problems, because
they have learned to function well in both cultures.

Students with

a strong commitment to the Chicano culture and a weak commitment
to the Anglo culture (Cell B) or vice versa (Cell D) may encounter
problems with ethnic identification, because they may be in the
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process of deliberately attempting to replace one set of cultural
values with another. Students with a strong commitment to both
cultures (Cell A) or with a strong commitment to the Anglo cult~re
(Cell D) are most likely to respond to traditional counseling,
whereas students with a strong commitment to the Chicano culture
(Cell B) are the most likely to need a culturally different method
of counseling.

Students who are ''between cultures," i.e., confused

and undecided (Cell C), are difficult to predict.

They may respond

to a traditional or to a culturally different counseling mode, depending
on the individual and the circumstances.

Ruiz and Casas refer to

these students as "marginal students," because they do not fit either
cultural group.

For example, they may desire to be part of the

majority culture but have a difficult time functioning because they
do not speak English very wel 1.

In using_ this model, the authors

point out that Mexican-Americans are not all alike.

A culturally

sensitive counselor must be aware of this.
Ruiz and Casas assert that a Chicano counselor should possess
four specific characteristics.

They consider it essential that the

counselor be bilingual--able to speak both Spanish and Engl ish--and
also bicultural--able to function well in both the Anglo and Chicano
cultures.

Ruiz and Casas consider it highly desirable that the

counselor possess image and practice outreach.
the counselor is perceived by the client.

Image refers to how

The counselor who is both

bilingual and bicultural must reflect that image in order to be
perceived as a potential change agent.

Outreach is the process by

which a counselor deliberately tries to recruit students by using
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non-traditional methods.

These methods may include flexible office

hours, walk-in appointments, maintaining high visibility on campus,
and participation in culturally relevant activities.

In short, the

counselor must be prepared to deliver relevant rather than traditional
services.
The other key to the Ruiz and Casas model is the use of
behaviorism.

Some characteristics of behaviorism are that it is

directive, stresses the

11

here and now

II

places emphasis on client

accountability, and that it stresses problem identification.

Other

characteristics are that it limits the number of problems a client
can deal with at one time, directs the conversation toward direct
problem resolution, and that it calls for a written contract between
the counselor and the client.
Ruiz and Casas (1981) outline some of the problems most
frequently encountered by Chicano students; they emphasize that
some of these problems are held in common with Anglo students.

For

instance, the most common complaints of both Chicano and Anglo
students involve anxiety and depression.

It is the counselor's job

to determine whether the complaint is independent of ethnicity.

If

independent of ethnicity, the problem can be dealt with in a traditional
manner.

If the problem is ethnically dependent, e.g., stemming from

racial prejudice, it is the counselor's job to help the student
identify the problem and react to the problem in a more constructive
manner.
Other problems, such as skill deficiencies and adjustments to
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university life, can be diagnosed in a simil~r manner.

The student's

perception of the problem must be identified; an evaluation of that
perception must be made in order to establish its validity.

A

typical exercise for someone who attributes all of his/her problems
to ethnicity is to learn to evaluate reality in a more effective
manner.
Problems which are more culture specific include the following:
(1) culture conflicts, (2) cooperation versus competition, (3)
/

perceived differences from the non-Chicano majority group, and

(4) cultural differences versus problems.
l.

Cultural conflicts refer to the problems encountered
when a student is expected to behave differently in
the same situation depending on cultural context.

For

example, Chicano culture expectJ younger people to
treat older people with passive, silent deference.
This behavior is dysfunctional in college classrooms
where a student is expected to aggressively challenge
the ideas of his/her professors.

The counselor must

teach the student how to deal with these opposing
values.
2.

Research by Werner (1979) showed Chicanos to be more
cooperative and less competitive in some game playing
situations.

If those findings can be generalized, this

causes additional conflict for the Chicano in competitive
classroom situations.
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3,

The Chicano's perception of his/he~ differences from
the majority culture often constitute a problem.
Again, the counselor must help the client to evaluate'
these differences and decide if any changes are needed
or if the changes are indeed possible.

4.

In the same vein, the counselor must learn to differentiate
between a problem and a cultural difference, because the
two are not always synonymous.

For example, a Spanish

accent differentiates a Chicano student from the majority
culture but is not necessarily a problem.

A counselor

can create problems for a Chic~no student by giving
advice contrary to Chicano culture.

For example, it

would be a mistake to advise a Chicano student to

11

make

his own decisions'' without coun,sel from his family, if
the student 1 s culture encouraged that type of family
decision making.
Finally, the counselor must be sensitive to clients• use of
language.

Chicano clients tend to speak about emotional issues in

Spanish and less emotional issues in English.

Furthermore, a

counselor needs to be sensitive to the fact that special counseling
is not always needed for Chicano students.
of the problem seems to be the key.

The students• perceptions

If Chicano students report a

cause for a problem similar to that reported by Anglo students, then
a more traditional treatment method can be expected to be effective.
Gonzalez, Maldonado, and Quintana (1972) presented another
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counseling model
which focuses on the Chicano student's identity
,
crisis and the communication gaps between the counselor and the
Chicano college student.

When a Chicano comes to college, the•

culture in the college is often very different from the one to
which the Chicano is accustomed.

This student is often confused

by thinking that he/she must reject one culture in order to live
in another culture.

The authors recommend that a Chicano counselor

help the student learn to take the best from both cultures and to
combine them into a broader, ioore beautiful culture.

At the same

time, the Chicano counselor can serve as a role model of a Chicano
who has learned to live in both worlds. ·. To bridge the communication
gap between the counselor and the client, it is recommended that
both take classes on the history and culture of Mexican-Americans.
These studies will help clear up the misconceptions of the MexicanAmerican in the history of the United States and give the counseling
relationship a common -footing from which to work.
A counseling model proposed by Woods (1977) uses non-traditional
methods to reach the Chicano population and to establish a support
system for the Chicano community on campus.
Chicano community already on campus.
therapy group but is instead a

11

It builds from the

The group is not a traditional

rap 11 group wherein Chicanos can feel

free to vent frustrations and exchange ideas.

The group was started

by two peer counselors and was then taken over by a newly-hired
Chicano counselor, which was reported to be a significant contribution
to the group.

Recruiting of students was also done in a nontraditional
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manner.

Students were actively recruited by the counseling coordinator

who made use of the "grapevine", an informal student network, to
carry his message across campus.

As the number of students att~nding

these group sessions increased, so did the number of students who
sought individual counseling.

These numbers were also increased by

referrals made by the group's peer counselors.
Hernandez (1977) developed a group counseling model designed
exclusively for Chicanas (Mexican-American females). ·The group is
limited to ten participants who meet one hour per week for a nineweek period.

The primary focus of the group is to strengthen the

self-concept of Chicanas in order to help them succeed in college.
In the context of the groups counseling, several premises are
assumed:
l.

Formal education systems have not supported the
Chicana in the past.

2.

There are a number of barriers for the Chicana
pursuing an education.

3.

The Women's Movement has not stressed the historical
role or the distinct dynamics of the Chicana.

4.

The Chicana cannot avoid cultural conflict.

5.

A common response of the Chicana to cultural conflict
is withdrawal and isolation.

Hernandez states further that Chicanas have found traditional
counseling methods irrelevant to their needs, because they feel that
traditional methods reflect ·white middle class values.

The group
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lends emotional ·support to the Chicana and stresses the equal validity
of dual culture.
The group leader plays a major role in the group.

She needs

to be bilingual, bicultural, and to have some training in group
counseling.

Objectives for the group are to (I) help increase the

personal power base of the individual Chicana, (2) positively reinforce Chicana ethnic identity and help her reach her goals, (3)
reinforce the use of Spanish, (4) learn new adaptive skills, and

(5) to develop an emotionally supportive environment.
The author suggests several topics for group discussion
including personal concerns, college survival skills, and cultural
advantages and handicaps.

From this group experience, it is hoped

that the Chicana will learn to form her own criteria of excellence
instead of those offered by Anglo society,

SUMMARY

Experts disagree as to whether Mexican-American college students'
counseling needs and preferences are different from th.ose of AngloAmerican college students.

Research results are inconclusive.

At

the same ti~e, the fact that several educators have written about
this topic provides some evidence that there may be some special needs
of a~ least part of the Mexican-American college student population.
Another conclusion one can draw from the divided opinions of
experts is that the Mexican-American population is heterogeneous and
diverse.

Therefore, one needs to be careful when trying to generalize
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for the entire group.

In fact, some studies found cultural commit-

ment to be a more relevant factor than ethnicity when assessing a
college student's counseling needs.
In conclusion, the literature points up the need for counselors
to be familiar with and sensitive to the history and issues surrounding
the Chicano culture.

Evidence points to the fact that the use of

cultural-specific counseling techniques is particularly effective
when dealing with Mexican-American college students who are committed
to the Chicano culture.

Counselors must be able to provide services

which protect these individuals' right to be different as guaranteed
by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo.
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